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Introduction
The present paper focuses on hedging, which means mitigating words so as to lessen the impact of an utterance. A hedge may cause uncertainty in language, as can be seen in Examples (1)-(5) below.
(1) He's sort of crazy.
(2) That's somewhat difficult. In the above examples, hedging is achieved by using sort of, somewhat, about, probably, can, and may. These words or expressions weaken the statements. Without them, the propositions will be straightforward and more falsifiable.
The concept of "hedging" or concepts similar to "hedging" found in previous studies were sometimes represented by other terms. Zadeh (1965) introduced the concept of "fuzzy sets" to denote things that do not have precisely defined criteria of membership, while Lakoff (1973) used "fuzzy concepts" in defining "hedges." Hence, the word "hedge" has the quality of imprecision. There are also other terms that are used with the same meaning as "hedges;" for example, "downgraders" (House and Kasper 1981) , "downtoners" (Quirk and others 1985) , and some others that mean the same as "hedging," such as "mitigation" (Stubbs 1983 ), "understatement" (Hubler1983), "tentativeness" (Holmes 1983) , "vagueness" (Myers 1996) , and "indirectedness" (Hinkel 2005) . In this paper, the term "hedging" will be used consistently to signify all the concepts proposed by these scholars, i.e., the process of downgrading, downtoning, mitigating, understating statements, or in brief, making statements less forceful or assertive. As for "hedges," I will use this term to refer to devices or features that bring about indirectness, tentativeness, vagueness, understatement, and mitigation in statements.
Previous research on hedging has concentrated mostly on politeness strategies, such as studies by Brown and Levinson (1987) , Held (1999) , Varttala (2001 ), Crespo Fernández (2005 , Fialova (2010), Adams (2013) , Dressen-Hammouda (2013) , Tang (2013) , Muayyad Omran Chiad (2013), Peng and others (2014), and Wulan Rahayu (2014) . They are concerned with how speakers use hedges as strategies in, for example, expressing negative politeness, minimizing imposition, softening commands, and maintaining face.
In addition to the above list, other studies focus on hedging in relation to such issues as pragmatic competence (e.g., Fraser 2010), gender difference (e.g., Matsumoto-Gray 2009), cross-cultural difference (e.g., Yang 2003 , Hinkel 2005 , language teaching (e.g., Nugroho 2002), political language (e.g., Matsumoto-Gray 2009, Jalilifar and Alavi. 2011), and academic writing (e.g., Hyland 1994 , Musa 2014 . It is this last matter that interests me; i.e., the relationship between hedging and academic writing because hedging seems to contrast with other features of academic writing.
Hedging is considered to be a significant characteristic of academic writing among other important features; namely, complexity, formality, precision, objectivity, explicitness, accuracy and responsibility.
3 It is interesting that hedging would appear to be opposed to such typical features of academic language as precision, objectivity, explicitness, and accuracy. Nevertheless, it plays an important role in writing scholarly articles. Hyland (1994 Hyland ( , 1998 states that hedges are epistemic devices used by writers when they are uncertain about the factuality of their assertions and that scholars do not argue for their results or criticisms in isolation but must formulate their claims to be as acceptable as possible to their colleagues. Others express the important functions of hedging in academic language. For example, Myers (1989) considers hedging in academic writing to be a politeness strategy. Vande Kopple and Crismore (1990) maintain that hedges signify a lack of full commitment to the propositional content of an utterance and help modify the truth-value of propositions. Crompton (1997) (Clyne 1991) , Spanish (Vassileva 1997 , Alonso Alonso et al. 2012 , Chinese (Yang 2003) , Norwegian (Hasselgreen 2004 ), and Finnish (Crismoreet al. 1993 , Varttala 2001 , Riekkinen 2009 ). Some of these articles also show that non-native speakers of English perceive hedging differently from native English speakers; for instance, Alonso Alonso et al. (2012) found that Spanish authors of research articles think that hedging makes scientific texts unclear and that hedges are indicators of a lack of commitment by native speakers. MartinMartin (2003) and Uysal (2014) claim that differences in the use and perception of hedging are due to cultural differences. This is generally accepted, but in addition to that, in this study, I will try to show that native-like competence in English is related to differences in the use of hedging.
Apart from the issue above, it has also been found in earlier studies (e.g, Schefter 1996 , Wishnoff 2000 , Nugroho 2002 , Hyland and Bondi 2006 , Vazquez and Giner 2008 ) that the occurrence of hedging varies according to discipline; for instance, among branches of science, medicine is the richest with hedges, and between strong research articles in medicine and popular articles in medicine, the latter shows more frequency of hedging. The analyses in all of those studies are based on data from research articles in various branches of science. To date there has been no interest in hedging in the humanities. Thus, in this study, I purposely use data from academic articles in the humanities only. It will find out to what extent hedging is used in the humanities and whether it is used with equal frequency between native and nonnative speakers of English. Gonzalez (1998) , English is a second language in the Philippines and according to Pendley (1983) , Forman (2005) , Dueraman (2012) . English is a foreign language in Thailand. The English proficiency of Filipino people is on average native-like, but that of Thai people is generally low. As Glass (2008) points out in his study, even though Thailand reformed its curriculum related to English language teaching and learning in public schools, little or no writing is included and students who graduate from high school are likely to have had very little practice in writing in English. Even at university level, students who do not major in English do not know how to write a composition in English. Dueraman (2012: 270) also explains why Thai people's English is weak. He argues that English in Thailand is not widely used as Thai is the language used in formal situations and that for many Thais, English is not necessary to them after graduation. This is the reason why English writing is a difficult task for Thai students. The idea that Thai learners of English have problems with writing makes me curious as to how much they know about the use of hedging in their writing.
Thus, in this study I hypothesize that speakers of English as a foreign language use fewer and different hedging devices than near-native and native speakers of English.
It is hoped that the findings of this study will provide guidelines for teaching nonnative speakers of English to realize the significance of hedges and to use hedging efficiently in academic writing.
Research procedures
Data on hedges used by native speakers of English, Filipino speakers, and Thai speakers were taken from articles published in journals in the humanities. Three journals were selected by judgment sampling with these criteria. First, they are open-access international peer-reviewed journals; secondly, they are similar in their publication objectives and the scope of the branches of the humanities covered; thirdly, the articles in one of the journals are mostly written by American or British scholars, another by Filipino scholars, and the other by Thai scholars. The three journals in the humanities that were selected are: From these three journals, a number of articles were purposely selected so as to represent three different sets of speakers of English; i.e., American or British, Filipino and Thai scholars, respectively. The nationalities of the authors were checked in order to verify that criterion. Also, the articles chosen from each of the three journals were as similar as possible in terms of the branches of the humanities they belonged to and the total length of all the samples. Table 1 shows the total length of the texts (word counts) from which data were taken. After obtaining the sample texts, the next step was to identify markers of hedges in the texts. As this paper focuses on lexical hedges only, I therefore selected thirty words from those provided in MartinMartin (2003) and Alonso Alonso et al.(2012) . They are the words that seem to be the most common in my opinion. From the thirty words purposely selected, only twenty-three words were found in the sample texts. They are classified according to parts of speech into five groups as shown in Table 2 . Those that were not found in the texts were neglected. In the analysis process, I examined the attributes or functions of those key words in academic papers and classified them accordingly. After that, I counted the frequencies of the occurrences of the key words in each set of data so as to determine the difference between the native speakers' and the non-native speakers' use of hedging strategies.
The attributes of the linguistic markers of hedging
The results of my analysis of all the twenty-three markers of hedging used in the sample texts show that they can be divided into three groups according to their attributes. The term "attribute" is used here to refer to a quality or feature regarded as a characteristic of hedging in academic writing style. 6 The three attributes that classify the linguistic markers of hedging into three groups are: 1) probability, 2) indetermination, and 3) approximation, as shown in Table 3 . Following Crompton (1997) , I use the word "probability" here to mean the chance that the proposition will be true. In academic writing, authors must be responsible for telling the reader honestly about the accuracy of their statements. If the likelihood of their statement turning true is not one hundred percent, they need 6 In the present study, I use the term "attribute" to relate hedging to academic style. In previous studies, most scholars use the words "strategy" or "function" to emphasize the pragmatic quality of hedging. Here I attempt to show that in doing a stylistic analysis, it is important to show a correspondence between a linguistic marker and a stylistic attribute. to qualify their statement by using such words as those found in this study ; namely, probable, possible, likely, probably possibly, perhaps, maybe, may, might, could (See the first column of Table  3 ). Examples 7 of the use of "probability" markers are as follows. Note that the key words are underlined.
Linguistic markers of "probability" attribute in academic hedging
( 1) (2)-(5). In (6) and (7), if the words possible, probable, and likely were not used, the statements would be plain and stronger in terms of probability, such as …we must explain how to have knowledge of the external world… and Other environmental catastrophes... delay more than reverse progress. In (8) and (9), if the adverbs perhaps and possibly were deleted, the statements would be easier to verify for their truth.
Linguistic markers of "indetermination" attribute in academic hedging
The second group of key words found in the sample texts mark uncertainty or indecisiveness on the part of the authors of academic papers. Indeed, they must be responsible for what they claim or express. If they are not sure whether their statements are definitely true or are supported by full evidence, they need to express that quality by using words associated with that attribute, which is labeled here "indetermination," the term I borrowed from Martin-Martin (2003) , who defines it as endowing the proposition with a certain shade of lesser explicitness and more uncertainty. As can be seen from the examples given above, if we removed the adverbs often, usually, primarily, generally, and largely from (17)-(21), the results would be statements with strong claims. Also, in (22) and (23) the words tend and tendency help soften the authors' statements; i.e., make them less accurate and safer in terms of falsification.
All the examples above illustrate how certain words are used as hedging devices in academic writing. They seem to be powerful but very subtle. They might be difficult to learn by non-native speakers of English. In the following sections, I will show the results of the analysis of the frequencies of the use of those hedging markers in English academic papers written by humanities scholars who are native and non-native speakers of English. The frequencies of the use of hedging devices by three groups of speakers
As stated earlier, I collected data from academic articles written by three groups of speakers with different degrees of competence in English. They are British or American scholars representing "native" degree of competence, Filipino scholars representing "near native" degree, and Thai scholars representing "non-native" degree of competence. The academic articles written by them were divided into three groups accordingly. Table 4 and Figure 1 below show how frequently the linguistic markers of hedging occur in each group.
As can be seen in the table and figure above, hedging devices are used most by native speakers (7.6 times per 1000 words of text length), second most by Filipino scholars (6.6 per 1000 words of text length), and least by Thai scholars (3.5 per 1000 words of text length). This confirms my hypothesis that non-native speakers of English use less hedging in academic articles than native speakers of English. In other words, the frequency of hedging in academic writing in the humanities depends on the degree of native competence in English.
It is interesting to note that this finding seems to support the concept of "world Englishes" proposed by Kachru (1985 Kachru ( , 1986 . He divides all the varieties of English into three main groups, which he Filipino calls "the three Concentric Circles of English." They are "the Inner Circle, the Outer Circle, and the Expanding Circle." The varieties of English in the Inner Circle are those used by native speakers of English in the UK, the USA, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand. The varieties that are institutionalized and used widely in certain countries are placed in the Outer Circle; for example, those used in India, Malaysia, Singapore, and the Philippines. All the rest are English varieties used as foreign languages, as in Japan, China, Vietnam, and Thailand. They are located in the Expanding Circle. The "Englishes" in the three groups are differentiated in linguistic, sociological, and ideological dimensions. The hierarchical degree of the use of hedging devices found in the present study corresponds well to Kachru's three Concentric Circles of English.
In addition, the findings of this study also seem to enhance the theory of "contrastive rhetoric," which according to Connor (1996) , means the study of how a person's first language and culture influence his or her writing in a second language. Therefore, it is safe to say that the reason why the non-native speakers of English, particularly the Thai authors, use less hedging than native speakers is that their English writing is influenced by their native language and culture. Indeed, I myself have observed that the Thai language has different strategies of hedging, most of which are used in conversations. The most common strategy seems to be the use of final particles, which are obviously difficult or impossible to transfer into English writing. Once they cannot be transferred, they are forgotten, and this may cause the lack of hedging in English written by Thais. Moreover, in Thai culture, an academic writer seems to be more authoritative than in English speaking culture. He or she seems not to be very concerned whether his/her statement will be proved wrong. Thai scholars tend to be blunt in their statements or propositions. However, this point needs to be further investigated before it becomes conclusive.
The occurrence of "probability" hedging
Concerning the use of each category of hedging devices (probability, indetermination, approximation), it is interesting to see how frequently each marker under each category is used. Table  5 and Figure 2 show the frequency of each marker of the "probability" hedging used by the three groups of speakers and in general. Figure 2: Occurrence of each marker of probability hedging Table 5 and Figure 2 show that in general the native speakers of English use the "probability" hedging devices most, the Filipino speakers the second most, and the Thai speakers the least. Concerning each marker, the word may is the most frequently used (36.3%). The second are perhaps, might, and could. The third is possible (about 9%). All the rest occur less than nine per cent. It is interesting that maybe and probable rarely occur-less than one per cent.
Considering the use of each hedging marker by the three groups of speakers, we can see in Table 5 that all the words are used more frequently by NS except likely, probably, possibly, which are used more by the Filipino group. This is interesting but there is no concrete evidence for any explanation. However, the data seems to suggest that non-native speakers use fewer modal auxiliaries in "probability" hedging than native speakers. This finding reveals a new fact that has not been found in any previous study. The reason for it is probably the influence of their native language.
The occurrence of "indetermination" hedging
The category of "indetermination" hedging devices includes six markers: apparently, seemingly, sometimes, suggest, appear, seem. Table 6 and Figure 3 below show the occurrence of each marker in academic articles written by native speakers and the two groups of non-native speakers and also its occurrence in general.
Similar to the case of "probability" hedging markers, the total occurrence of all the "indetermination" hedging markers is found the most in the native speaker group, second in the Filipino group, and the least in the Thai speaker group. As for the occurrence of each marker, it was found that the verbs appear, seem, and suggest are used many more times than the adverbs sometimes, seemingly, and apparently. Also, among all of these markers, the verb suggest is overwhelmingly preferred by native speakers compared to non-native speakers (25 vs. 9 and 7 tokens).
The occurrence of "approximation" hedging
The markers of "approximation" hedging are often, usually, primarily, generally, largely, tend, and tendency. The frequency of each of these words in academic papers written by native speakers and non-native speakers is shown in Table 7 and the general trend of occurrence of each marker is illustrated by Figure 4 . Figure 4: Occurrence of each marker of approximation hedging Table 7 and Figure 4 show that among all the linguistic markers of approximation hedging, the word often is the most frequently used. All the rest are not remarkably different in terms of their frequencies. Also, from Table 4 , we can say that, unlike the other categories of hedging devices, there is very little difference among the three groups of speakers concerning their choice of each of the markers except the word usually, which is much preferred by the Thai group. This may be because the word usually is a very common word and is used widely in all situations. Also, unlike the other types of hedging, it is remarkable that "approximation" hedging is used about 33% more often by Thai writers than native speakers and over twice as much as the Filipino group. This seems to imply that Thai scholars tend to make statements with estimation in their academic writing.
The frequency of each of the hedging markers without separating into types
It may be interesting to see how frequently each of the markers of hedging is used without taking into account their attributes or their classification into groups. Table 8 has two columns: the first shows all the markers (23 words) dealt with in this study; the second column shows their total actual tokens of occurrence. Figure 5 : Occurrence of each of the hedging markers
As can be seen in Table 8 and Figure 5 , the frequency of the occurrence of may is considerably higher than that of all the rest. This is probably due to its clear meaning and regular grammatical function. The other markers that are moderately popular are appear, often, perhaps, might, seem, could, suggest, and possible. The rest are much less frequently used.
Conclusion
In the preceding pages, I have tried to show what lexical items tend to be selected as markers of hedging in English academic writing, how frequently each of them occurs and whether their occurrence varies according to the speakers' degree of competence in English.
It was found that among the thirty purposely selected lexical items that had been considered in earlier studies to be hedging devices, only twenty-three occur in the sample academic papers written by native English-speaking scholars, Filipino scholars, and Thai scholars. They are divided according to their attributes into three categories: probability, indetermination, and approximation hedging devices. The total occurrences of the markers in each category are found to be most frequently used by native speakers of English, and second by near-native speakers represented by Filipino scholars, and least frequently by non-native speakers represented by Thai scholars. The findings also show that the most frequently used marker of hedging is may and the other outstanding ones are appear, often, perhaps, might, seem, could, suggest, and possible. This empirical study confirms that hedging has an important function in academic writing. The following summary table shows three dimensions of hedging inferred from the analysis. To minimize threat, not to impose, and to be tentative by warning the reader that things can have an exception. Even though the writer has provided all the evidence, his statement is only a tendency. This is also to avoid imposing on the reader's belief in the writer's statement.
Generally speaking, hedging helps the writer to be precise while avoiding being wrong. As Musa (2014) says, researchers want to express claims with precision and at the same time to protect themselves. In short, hedges prevent possible future criticisms of the writer.
The findings of this study can lead to recommendations to EFL teachers and students; i.e., that they should take into account the importance of hedging in writing academic English, for example, research articles, theses, dissertations, and research reports. Indeed, Fraser (2010) gave a good reason for this, saying that using hedges appropriately is difficult for second language learners and that it does not generally receive enough attention in second language teaching. Hedging needs to be intentionally and formally taught to language learners because, as expressed by Skelton (1988) , it is part of pragmatic competence and requires subtlety and sophistication even in the mother tongue. Hyman (1996) urges ESP teachers to help students understand the correct use of hedging. He even proposes two practical pedagogic approaches to it: first, to make hedging strategies used by expert writers become salient to students, and second, to help students develop the appropriate use of the hedging strategies in their writing.
